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chambers of Parliament, and whenever Parliament is sitting
the long queue of members of the public waiting to gain access
to the galleries can be seen outside the Palace of Westminster.
Members of the public are also permitted to be present at
meetings of Standing Committees unless ordered by .the Com-
mittee to withdraw, and are usually allowed to be present at
meetings of Select Committees except when the Committee is
deliberating. Very occasionally (and usually only in time of
war) the House of Commons meets in secret session, in which
event the public must withdraw.
Quite apart from the opportunity of listening to the
debates in one or other House of Parliament, it is a rewarding
experience to visit the Palace of Westminster which, for many
centuries, has been the center of English government. A thou-
sand years ago the place on which the Parliament building
now stands was a marshy island in the River Thames on which
were a few derelict monastic buildings. King Canute (who
died in 1035) began to build a royal palace here so that he
could live near an abbot whose wit and eloquence he admired.
Edward the Confessor lived in this palace and began building
an abbey which became known as the West Minster, hence
the royal palace was called "the Palace of Westminster."
William the Conqueror was crowned in the abbey of West-
minster in 1066, and his son, William Rufus, built the Great
Hall of Westminster which stands to this day and is used for
great State occasions. The Palace of Westminster was im-
proved and extended by later Kings, the chapel being added
by King Stephen in 1141.
Early Parliaments, when summoned to London, usually
met in the Palace of Westminster. For several centuries the
Commons had no room set aside for their use and seem to have
met in various places in the palace or the nearby abbey. In
1547, however, they were given the use of the former chapel
of St. Stephen which was part of the old palace (which was
not used as a royal residence after this date), and here die